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RAGA : AN INSIGHT THROUGH SOME TREATISES ON MUSIC

Indian music is probably as old as the védas®. If not
in its later elaborate form, certainly in a rudimentary
form, it seems to have existed in the diétant past. .Iﬁ the
early extant treatises on music, there are descriptions of
music but these tend to be distinguished by vaguenéss or
fanciful attributions of origins. Recent writers on raga
have ' often quoted from these, but without being able to
sound gquite confident about the substantial value of such
material. Harikesanallur Muthiah Bhagavatar, one of the
great composers and exponents of Karnatak music in recent
times, quotes two definitions (more properly, descriptions)
of ragas to this effect: "The refined sound" Ornamented by
svara and varna and giving pleasure to people is called
raga." He further quotes one of the time-honoured myths
relating to the origin of music. The text assumes that the
system of music that it talks of is the origin of all music.
"The ragas appeared as a result of the union of Siva and
fakti. From Siva’s face called Sadyojatam came Sri Raga,
from the face called Vamadevam came the raga Vasanta, from

"rgbhihi pattyamabhut gltam samabhyaha samapadyata
Ya;ubhyﬁ abhinaya Jatam rasasca atharvanaha smrtaha" (Prose
emanated from the Rg Veda, music from the Sama Veda, miming
(abhinaya) from the Yajur Veda and the emotions (rasa) from
the Atharva Veda.") Sangltadarpana, quoted by Dr. L.
Muthiah Bhagavatar in his Sangita Kalpadrumam, Part I,
published by Sri Swathi Thirunal Music Academy, Trivandrum.




the face called AghOSram came the raga Bhairavam; from the
face Tatpurusham came the Paficama rdga, and from the Isdna
the Megha raga, when Hg danced the Tapgavangttém. From the
face of Parvati came the raga called Nattandrd@yanam when She
performed lésyanfuttam." According to another account, says
the author, the cowherdesses in the entourage of Sri Krishna
each sang a raga and thus sixteen thousand ragas came into
being, out of which only thirty-six became well known in the
'world, and even these are getting reduced as the years go.

Such statements serve to emphasise the myth-making and
a historical attitudes ubiquitous in our ancient works. It
must be understood that the extant music systems of India
are not fossilised versions. Each system of Indian music
seems(td have developed according to its situations and when
we try to relate the ancient works on music with today’s
practice and prevalent theory, we encounter many
difficulties.

Any grammar arises out of the need to formulate
existing practices. We may therefore take it that the
ancient works on the grammar of music tried to codify the
music that existed in their times. But the prevalent music
theories of our music of today came into existence only
around the sixteenth century.

Reading ancient texts on music, one does not come

across any clear picture of the raga or the way in which it



develops to assume a personality of its own. Much less is
one able to get any idea of how to teach the concept of
raga, how to evolve a methodology of identifiably developing
a raga in itslabstract form--except in so far as it consists
in the conventional combinations~-permutations and
combinations of the svara-s or svarasthana-s marking the
territories of the raga.

It seems tenable to say that there is no absolute
continuity between ancient musicology and present day
musicologj. It is difficult to visualise the way in which
raga-s were derived or sung. It is generally assSumed that
treatises on music after the sixteenth century have a
bearing on contemporary music, or serve as a - link to
continuity of tradition. It is also believed that it is
possible to trace the historic evolution 6f music to the
contenporary stage through these works. Yet one has to
confess that interesting as the study of these treatises is,
it does not lead to the perception of any relationship to -
contemporary music. And it is difficult to form an idea of
the music system that prevailgd in the days of these
treatises. .

The Chapters on rdga and m8la in a few of the well-
known medieval treatises on music--the Caturdandi Prakadika,
the Svaramélakalanidhi, the Sangita Saramrta and the

ﬁﬁgalak§aga manuscripts of Saha Maharaija are summéd up here,



with special reference to the raga-s that have been taken up
analysis in the present thesis. For comparison amongst the

works discussed, the R3ga Saveri has been cited as example.

A. Caturdandi Prakagika
This treatise by Vénkatamakhi is supposed to belong to the
first half of the seventeenth century. It proposes very
elaborate systematising of the riaga~s. The seventy two. méla
scheme suggested by him has been in wide use in South India.
It seems fair to say that Vénkatamakhi ’s system is a
-masterly exposition of possibilities.

vénkatamakhi says that the foliowing nineteen méla-s
were in vogue in his time. Simharava is, however, said to

be his creation.

Mukhari, Samavarali, Bhiipala, Hejjuji, Vasantabhairavi,
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Gau;a, Bhairavi, Ahari, Sriraga, Kambhoiji, éankarabharapam,
Samanta, Deéakgi, Nata, éuddhavaré}i, Pantﬁvara}i,

éuddhafamakriya, Simharava and Kalyani.

Vénkatamakhi gives the éruti configurations and
svarasthina-s of these nineteen méla-s, giving their
parallels in his 72 méla scheme. Given below is his

description of the Bhairavi-mela.

Svara-sthana-s: ga@ja, péﬁcaéruti rsabha, Sédharaga



gandhara, 4uddha madhyama, 4uddha Paficama, éuddha dhaivata
and Kaiiki Nisada.
éruti~s: sa-~-3 ri--5 ga--1 ma--3 pa-4 dha--3 ni--3.
Vénkatamakhi says that this is the twentieth mela in
his seventy-two m&la scheme.
Coming to the Raga Chapter, we find a discussion on the
ten régalakgana—s and raga-s as classified by Bharata. "I
will now expound, in order, those raga-s with the above

mentioned laksana-s,"he begins (Verse 16, Raga Prakarana).

A"Rﬁga~s are of ten 'tyées (according to Bharata and
others) :Grama ra@ga-s, Upa rdga-s, Raga-s, Bhasa, Vibhasa-s,
Antarabh@sa-s, Raganga-s, Bhagdhga~s, Kriyanga-s and
Upanga~s. The first six are marga raga-s, but they exist
only in the world of Gandharva-s. Only Raganga-s, Bﬁﬁ§§ﬁga-
s, Kriyanga-s and Uparnga-s are Defiya raga-s."

“éarﬁgadéva in his Ratnakara mentions 264 raga-s.
Those rﬁga-srare obsolete now, (Verse 23, Réga Prakarana) in
accordance with contemporary practice and as recognised by

my Guru Danappariya."

"As the music is D&d$i, I have not explained all the
laksapa-s for all raga-s, but will explain practically, and

according to the grammar of music" (Verses 23-27).

Vénkatamakhi describes the raga-s in the order of

Graha, améa, Nyasa svara-s taken by them (the raga-s),



starting from Sadja.

He statés that he is going to explain the laksana
practically--in accordance with gana laksana. But he seems
to retain the terms he has used in relation to the Margi
music system which is not prevalent among human beings. The
relevance of ancient terms to the then contemporary music

is not very clear.



EXAMPLES OF SOME MELAS AS EXPOUNDED BY VENKATAMAKHI

Name of Raga/ Svarasthana-s druti Number in
Méla intervals 72~ Méla
schenme
(1) Mukhari All seven $uddha sa, pa-- 4 1
swara-s ni, ga-- 2
ri, dha--3
(2) Gaula sadja, éuddha sa, ma-- 1
rsabha
Antara Gandhara ri, dha- 3
" duddha Madhyana ga, ni-- 5 15
Paficama, Dhaivata pa-- 4
Kakalinisada
(3) Bhairavi pancasrutirsabha ri--5
Ssadharana gandhara ga--1 20
éuddha ma, Pa, pa--4
Suddha dha, sa,ma,dha,ni--1
Kai§iki ni,
(4) Kambhoji sadja, Pafcabruti sa, ga-- 3
rshabha, Antara ri, dha--5
Gandhara, Suddha ma,ni--1
madhyama, Suddha pa--4 28
Pancama, Pahca
$ruti dhaivata
Kaidéiki nisada
(5) éaﬁkafa— Sa, Paficasruti ri sa, ma-- 1
bharanam Antaraga, Suddha ri, dha--5
madhyama & Pa ga, ni --3
Panicadruti dha pa-- 4 29

—

(6)

Kakali ni

dudadha Varali

varali ma, and

Kakall nlsada,
rest duddha
svara-s

Pantuvarali
Raga & Mela

Sa, éuddha ri
Sadharana ga,
Vara11

nma, suddha Pa
dha

Kakali nisdda

sa, pa—~ 1
ri, dha--3
ga, ni-- 2 39
ma -7
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sa, pa-- 1

ri, ga, dha--3

na--6 45
ni--5

- oy
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Name of Raga/ Svarasthana-s Sruti Number in

_Méla intervals 72~ Mela
schene
(8) Kalyani sa, Pahcadruti sa, pa-- 1
’ rsabha ri,dha--5
Antara ga, Varali ga,ni--3 65
ma, ) ma--4
$uddha Pa,
Paficadruti

dha, Kakali ni

In studying these, one comes up with a few questions.
Were all mela descriptions true of raga-s? If so, why is
the vadi-Samvadi factor missing here but mentioned for other
Janya-s in Raga Prakarana? Some méla-s have been called
raga-s (even in méla Prakarana), while the rest have been
called only méla-s.
Examples:
1. Bhairavi, éff raga .
2. Desaksi, Nata
3. Pantlivarali (méla & raga) [.... Sadja ... From the
above svara-s originated the méla and raga
PantUvarali (158-191, Raga adhyaya P.62)].
In many instances sa and pa have been prefixed fuddha.

Why so? Was it just for the sake of verse/meter?



Rescription of raga-s
Some examples from the treatise
1] Riga-s with Sadja as Nydsa, Graha and AmSa

Name of raga Characteristics vadi-Samvadi Tine
etc.
(1) saurastram Samplrna sa- vadi ma,
pa-Samvadi All times
ni-Anuvadi
ri, dha~-vivadi
(2) Kambhoji  Samplrna, but - Sung in
ga, ni, varija - evenings
in Arohana by Maestros
(3) Mukhari Sampurna sa~vadi

Pa- Samvadi

ga, ni- vivadi

ri, dha - All times
Anuvadi
(4) Devagandhari Samplirna Morning
of $riraga
méla
(5) $ama of Sampurna All times
Sarkara- (Embellished with
bharana mandra sthayi
. madhyama)
II1 Riga-s with Paficapa Nyasa, Graha & Amsa
Name of raga Characteristics vadi-Samvadi Time
etc.
Saveri of ga, ni, varja in Morning by
Gaula Ardhana maestros
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I1I]1 Dhaivata as Nyasa, Graha & Améa

Name of raga Characteristics vadi~-Samvadi Time
etc.
Bhairavi Upanga Sa-~Vadi
Pa-Samvadi Evening

ni, ga--vivadi
ri, dha-- Anuvadi

IVl Riga-s with Nisada as Nyasa, Graba & AmSa
Name of raga Characteristics vadi-Samvadi Time
. etc.

1 Kedaragaulai Samplrna--bestows
" of Kambhoiji mela rakti (according
to Bharata and

othgrs)
Upanga
2 ﬁitigaulai Sampurna Evening
of Bhairavi
mela

Desi raga-s like Kalyani are innumerable. They are

never suited for G'ita, Laya or Prabandha. -

Name of raga Characteristics

1 Kalyani Sampurpa. ma, ni _yvarja in Ardhana.
Unsuited for gita raga Prabandha but
pleases.

2 Pantuvarali ngpﬁrpa. Most unsuited for
gita, Prabandha (favourite of the
vulgar)

. ety = . .
Since Dési raga-s are said to be innumerable and mixed
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in nature their laksana-s are not elucidated here.
In @l@paprakarana, Vénkatamakhi expounds the “aldpana"
pertaining to raga-s. But he explains only a few terms like

Aksiptika, Ragavardhini (Karana), Muktaya (Vidari), etc.,

Vénkatamakhi elaborates the technique of raga
elaboration (based on different ranges within the raga).
All these might have been descriptive of contenmporary
realities and might have had relevance then. But these

terms are obsolete now.

Note: In this chapter, the seven svara-s have been
represented in many contexts as sa, ri, ga, ma, pa, dha and
ni, uniformly in all works mentioned and the small letters
used are not indicativé of any particular svarasthana (as in
chapters< of this thesis).

" In Saficara-s,the svara-s are represented s r gm p d n.

The elongation of a svara is indicated by *‘ 3 ‘.

B The Sahgita Saramrta of Tulaja

Raja Tulajdji belonged to the Maratha dynasty that
ruled over Tanjore. This work is said to belong to the
fourth decade of the eighteenth century. Tulajdaji quotes
ancient authorities like Bharata and Matanga. He enumerates
nineteen mela-~s, though he recognises the 72-méJ:a
scheme of Vénktamakhi:. The following are the nineteen

méla-s he speaks of:

othey



sri Raga, Natta, Malavagaula, vélavali, Varali,
éuddharﬁmakriya, éahkafébharagam, Kambhoiji,
Bhairavi, Mukhari, Végavahini, Sinduramakriya,
Hejujji, Samavarali, Vasanta Bhairavi,
Bhinnasadia, Desaksi, Chayanatta, Sarahgd.

Harold S. Powers in his survey of musical treatises of
medieval and modern times has this to say of thé specific
contribution of this work:

"The original part of the Sangita Saramrta is the
raga chapter, in which the author gives many
musical examples from the ragas of his time.
These begin to bear considerable resemblance to
the raga-forms as we Kknow them today, as far as
the usual skeletal 1letter notation can reveal
any study of the musical background from which
the present repertoire originated would have to
include this particular chapter as an essential
source.*®

Given below is a description of Saveri raga by Tulaja.

—— - e S~ - > - o ——

Svarasthana-s ' Time
saveri of 4uddha Sa, ma, pa Morning
Mdlavagaula ri, dha, Antara
nela gandhara, Kakali

nisadda.ga, ni
langh..ana in Archana.
Straight progression in Avarohana
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*Harold.S.Powers. The Back Ground of the South-Indian Raga
System p.47

15



26

Praydga in alapa:

ds mgr pddn dpm
p d n dsndpmn rsrgr
snds, s,

The author gives not only examples of safictra-s but
also gives thaya, Gita, Suladi, etc.,
The following are the svara names he uses:

Sadja

éhddha rsabha

Pancadruti rsa bha (Suddha gandhara)
Sadharana Gandhara (Satsrut1 rsabha)
Antara Gandh3ra

Suddha madhyama

Vikrata Pancamamadhyama

Suddha Paficama

éuddha Dhaivata

Paﬁbasrutl dhaivata (Suddha nisada)
Kaifiki nis@da (sa.tsruti dhaivata)
Kakali nlsada

Tulajaji says that the Svaramelakalanidhi calls his
Vik;tanﬁcama madhyama, Cyuta Pancama madhyama, and that in
Caturdandi Prakadika as per laksya it is called Varali

madhyama. One is yet to decipher the reason for the

differences in nomenclature.
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C The Ragalaksana of éaha Maharaija

This manuscript of King Saha is perhaps unique in the
sense that his approach to defining raga-s seems to have
been led only by the contemporary‘music (laksya). Earlier
terms like Graha, Améa anﬁ Nyasa have not been used.
Sancé.ra-s in compositions (viz., Suladi, Gita, Thaya and
Alapa) are furnished. The approach is more laksya-oriented,
with no mention of any ancient authors or even the 72-méla
scheme. the svara names used are, beside the seven éuddha
svara-s): *

Pafica sruti ri, §a§éruti ri, Sadh@arana ga, Antara
ga, Cyuta madhyama ga, Cyutapanicama madhyama,
Paficadruti dha, Satsruti dha, Kaidiki ni, Kakali
ni and cyuta sadja ni.“

Twenty méla-s are enumerated and 115 janya raga-s
(Sampurna 87, Sadava 17 and Audava 11). Sampurna means that
the seven svara-s figure in the rdga, not necessarily in a
straight sequence--either in the Ardchana or in the Avarchana
or in both.

Examples:
Raga Huséni

Sampﬁrqa. Svara-s in aroha and avaroha ascend and
descend in a free manner.

Example: rgm, grs / rgmnpmndn, s/
ndpm pdnmn, gr s.

* s.Seetha Ragalaksanamu of Saha Maharaja .p. in her

introduction p.ix



Raga Saveri (of Malavagaula mela)
ga, ni eschewed in ir'éhapa. Avarohana has a neat

progression of svara-s.

Example: dsr mgr mpdd ndpmn/
pds nds,/, ndpmgrs/
rgrr snds

But the author does not provide sthayi dots.

Treatises on music are often called Laksana Grantha-s.
They are often true to their name, scarcely ever
communicating any information on the prevalent version or
Laksya. A major portion of most treatises consists of what
has already been said by Bharata or Matanga. Commentaries
on such works need not be mentioned specially. This
tradition of quoting authorities or explaining concepts such
as the 22 sruti-s, grama mnirchana, etc., becomes a great
handicap to any one who wants to say something new, even by
way of expressing a doubt. He is mistaken to be an
irreverent iconoclast. It is this practice of reverential
repetition that makes Harold S. Powers say this:

"By the sixteenth century most of the terminology
used in the older treatises on music had lost its
meaning for the South Indian writers on theory.
lLarge portions of the Napyaé‘éstra and Sangita
Ratnakara (particularly the latter), as well as

passages from - their commentators are gquoted or

18
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paraphrased in the works written after 1550, but
the writers of the later texts obviously do not
really understand the material they quote, and
insert it out of respect for authority."*

Even in giving ragalaksana-s, most works deal with this
aspect on the same lines as their predecessors. The concept
of raga had been well established, with no attempt to
document it. The music has been passed on by oral
tradition, and learning music has also been more due to
empirical knowledge than to analytical methods. If
treatises had really some contemporary idea to communicate,
they would ﬁave been learnt by performers. 1It is intriguing
as to how the art of performing or practical music has grown
with performers remaining totally ignorant of the texts and
their theories. Shoud we take it that performance was only
an applied area and theory was a science? To sing or
understand Bhairavi, one does not regquire any term or
definition like Graha, Amfa or Vardhini, Sthaya etc.,. Even
very recent works like Prof. Sambamoorthy’s retain the same
terminology with no practical relevance. As a result,
laksana grantha-s fail to educate or communicate to today’s

~ students of Karnatak music and they have nothing

" enlightening to offer to the already initiated.

*Harold.s.Powers. The Back-ground of the South-Indian Raga
System p.6.
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Treatises offer examples from Prabandha, Sul@ddi, ghéya,
etc.,. These forms seem to be obsolete now, and they mean

nothing to today’s student.

It is paradoxical that we should have so many texts
dealing with musicology but so little ‘'of ancient music that
can be reconstructed. One of the deadly factors responsible

for this is the absence of a proper notation.

"When notation is lacking altogether or
completely inadequate, as in India, there can be
no real reconstruction of any sort of music which
has died out. Whatever holdovers from an earlier
style may be presumed to exist are usually
impossible to separate from @:he body of current .
known traditional music for the purpose of
comparison with descriptions in ancient

. *
manuscripts.”

Therefore it seems rather beside the point to try to
guess from mysterious theoretical writings and scanty
archaeological evidence what music in ancient India might

have been like or what historical relationships it may have

*Harold.S.Powers. The Back ~ Ground Of South-Indian Raga
System p.4 and 5.
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had with other ancient musics. This is an endlessly
fascinating topic for speculation.. Yet there is so much of
interest to be learnt from the music of which we do have a
living record that it seems more profitable to enquire first

into the workings of contemporary traditional art music.



